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INTRODUCTION 
 
 This paper explains the development of question templates and pictures for use in 
Oral Placement Interview tests at Asia University.  At present, question stems are used as 
part of the OPI training.  The template and pictures were developed from them and are 
offered as an optional format for use with the OPI.  This format is seen as an aid to 
conducting the test and not a replacement for it. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
 Evaluating students’ English ability is always problematic and the OPI is no 
exception.  Hansford (2004a p.96) found that Visiting Faculty Members wanted a more 
uniform procedure for placing students into Freshman English classes.  However, they also 
wanted the interview test to be informal, and Hansford (IBID) admits that the “…interviews 
may not be as effective in terms of assessing students’ proficiencies or in building rapport….” 
Yoffee (1997) in fact goes so far as to claim that the OPI does not even measure 
communicative ability.  In any case, it is difficult to avoid a test-like atmosphere when 
giving a test, and it may perhaps be better to dispense with the pretense all together especially 
given the severe time limitations for the test, perhaps no more than 5 minutes per student or 
possibly even less. 
 Nonetheless, there are several points to consider when testing speaking as this list 
adapted from Saraceni (2004) neatly explains: 
 
1) The ideal way to test spoken interaction is through real-life contexts. 
2) Testing is an artificial task. Students know they’re being tested.  For example, time 
constraints and the examiner/examinee relationship make any attempts at having a “real” 
conversation impossible. 
3) Some real-life speaking tasks include: describing, giving instructions, narrating, 
explaining, requesting, apologizing, justifying, discussing, arguing, etc. 
4) Language is used to chat with friends, in classroom interactions, at meetings, for shopping, 
etc. 
 
And as Saraceni (2004) notes, even with the above in mind it is difficult to make a test less 
test-like, and besides there are other points to think about. 
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 Not only are the test contents problematic, test procedures cause difficulties as well.  
Saraceni (2004) continues. 
 
5) Making a test more like a conversation may put some students at ease, but it is difficult to 
determine whether the test is measuring speaking ability, personality factors such as 
shyness or apathy, or background factors such as extent of general knowledge of, for 
example, current events. 
6) On the other hand, there is nothing to indicate that talking with an examiner is not a real 
world task. 
7) There are other possible formats besides examiner/student.  For example, structured 
interviews, role-play, information gap tasks, description/narrative based on visual stimuli, 
and memorized monologue. 
 
Each format has advantages and disadvantages:  some are easier for the examiner to prepare 
while others are easier to score; some cover a greater variety of speaking tasks while others 
are rather limited in scope; etc. 
 Finally, scoring or rating the performance must also be considered.  Hansford 
(2004b) describes how interviewers are trained to use the American Council on the Teaching 
of Foreign Languages rating system and this system is explained in plentiful detail elsewhere.  
It is also thoroughly criticized by Yoffee (1997) who cites the test’s lack of theoretical or 
empirical basis.  Saraceni (2004) mentions these points regarding the scoring of interview 
exams: 
 
8) There are many aspects of spoken language that we can attend to as raters.  These 
include fluency, appropriateness, accuracy, range of vocabulary, relevance, coherence and 
possibly such personality factors as ability to take the initiative and ability to improvise. 
 
But even this small list is more complex; fluency, for example, can be broken down further 
into factors such as speaking rate, pause length and frequency.  Coherency might include 
pronunciation, but is not at all limited to that aspect. Furthermore, pronunciation in itself is by 
no means a simple issue; some raters, for example, may be accustomed to non-native 
pronunciation while others are not.  In addition: 
 
9) The above mentioned personality traits will affect speaking performance.  Should they 
be taken into account and if so, how? 
 
Indeed, it may be just as effective to divide classes on the basis of the personality factors such 
as motivation as it is on speaking ability. 
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 For all of these reasons and despite the criticism, OPI rater training is very important, 
and while it is felt that the instruction VFMs receive is adequate, making the OPIs easier for 
both the teacher and the student is a desirable goal.  The training makes the levels very clear 
and illustrates each with a sufficient number of examples to give VFMs a feel for them.  But 
as several VFMs have indicated and as some of the recorded interviews show, thinking of 
questions and keeping a conversation going, especially with more reticent or low ability 
students can be difficult. 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
 Examples of placement interviews were examined in order to understand the 
problem better and to get ideas for improving the process.  Questions used by various 
interviewers during the OPI were collected from a random sample of interview tapes.  Notes 
were made about the interview with the above points from Saraceni (2004) in mind and about 
the type and variety of questions used by individual testers.  The questions used by each 
tester were then compared to those of other testers.  A rough estimate of the student’s 
performance was also made. 
 Over 60 interviews from 13 different VFMs were sampled.  Although interviewers 
varied their questions somewhat, not all were analyzed intensively since a pattern for each 
interviewer soon emerged and the results, which are discussed below, soon became apparent. 
 
RESULTS 
 
 The investigation showed paradoxically that although a wide range of questions 
were used, they all tended to be the same.  That is while a wide range of questions was used 
among the interviewers, each interviewer tended to follow a pattern.  Although this allows 
the individual interviewer to easily compare students tested, it makes it more difficult for 
comparisons to be made between interviewers.  On the other hand, a core group of questions 
did emerge, yet these tended to be found in the warm-up stage of the interview.  More often 
that not, it was the probe questions, that is the questions that were of most value in defining 
the examinees level, that varied from interviewer to interviewer and therefore present 
problems of comparison. 
 The core questions, predictably, were the following: 
 
What is your name? 
Where are you from? 
How many people in your family? 
What do you like to do in your free-time/What is your hobby? 
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Other very common questions included: 
 
 Who is your favorite singer/What is your favorite TV show, etc. 
 Do you like/like to…? 
 Have you ever…? 
 
These are all very good warm-up questions, which interviewers seem to have intuitively 
incorporated into the exam.  It is the next step, the level probe that presents difficulty. 
 A variety of probe questions were used.  One rubric used by several interviewers 
was the question stem “tell me about…” but with different topics.  Some topics were easier 
to answer than others.  For example, students given the question “tell me about your family” 
had a much easier time answering than students who were asked “tell me about your most 
embarrassing experience.”  Other rubrics ranged from questions with comparatives like 
“which do you like better…?” to asking for opinions with the stem “what do you think 
about…?”  These were used by one or two examiners but not across the board by all of them, 
and again the difficulty of the topic varied.  Some interviewers tended to ask more difficult 
questions such as opinions on current events which the student may or may not be familiar, 
and others asked only basic general-information questions such as about family and hobbies.  
There simply was not enough time in most cases to do more. 
 Furthermore, as noted earlier, interviewers tended to stick to one set of questions and 
did not attempt to cover the range of questions suggested by the ACTFL Proficiency 
Guidelines or use all of the question stems of the CELE Adapted Guidelines (see Hansford 
and Wilson 2001.)  A wide range of language functions such as asking for and giving 
directions, was not covered in any of the samples audited, nor was describing someone or 
narrating a story or any of the other tasks Saraceni outlined above, which confirms the 
criticism presented by Yoffee (1997) that “the OPI only assesses the subject's ability to 
exchange factual information and opinions in formal situations using polite language with a 
stranger.”  In all cases and without exception the speaking tasks were of the question/answer 
type where the interviewer would ask a question and the student would answer, although in a 
few cases, the interviewer did invite the student to ask a question.  While question/answer 
seems an obvious format for oral testing, it is for the most part very one-sided and not like a 
real conversation at all. 
 On the other hand, the questions did tend to vary by level since most of the low 
ability students could not get past even the warm-up questions.  Indeed, trying to make a 
conversation at this level tested more than English; it also tested the examiner’s patience and 
conversational ability.  While the warm-up is seen as a valuable part of oral testing, 
dropping the pretense of having a conversation, especially at the lower levels, seems most 
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sensible. 
 One interviewer from years past when there was more time for the OPIs did make an 
extreme effort to make the interviews more like a conversation, communication was 
sometimes an odd mix of chat, testing and even teaching.  Two other interviewers as well 
crossed the line from testing to teaching to simple chatting when they stopped to explain a 
word or bit of grammar and then supplied the student with language in order to help the 
conversation move along. 
  Furthermore, in some cases, and not just at the lower levels, a long time was spent 
on negotiating meaning, clarifying questions and exhausting a topic before going on with the 
interviewer doing most of the talking rather than getting the student to use different types of 
language.  Because these interviews went from topic to topic rather than progressively 
through language, the same types of questions were asked, which although ideal from a 
teaching perspective or for communication did little to help clarify the student’s ability; once 
it has been established that the student can or cannot handle a certain question type, there is 
no need to repeat it. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 Since the objective of the OPIs is to determine the level of each student, it is felt that 
questions should be graded by difficulty rather than attempt to imitate a natural conversation.  
And while little can be done about changing the situation that the interviewer and student find 
themselves in—that of a placement interview—the interview should cover as many of the 
different task types--describing, giving instructions, narrating, explaining, requesting, 
apologizing, justifying, discussing, arguing--as possible, and can perhaps even include 
role-play at the higher levels.  In other words, the interviewer and student need something to 
talk about besides each other. 
The question template and pictures are offered as a way of facilitating the testing 
process. It is meant as an option and not a replacement of the OPI test.  It in fact uses the 
same rating scale as the standard OPI.  The template and pictures are instead intended to 
help interviewers conduct the exam quickly and efficiently.  Although the questions and 
pictures are most suited to testing less able students, they can also be used at higher levels.  
Furthermore, with the limited time for interviews, the template and pictures will hopefully 
help teachers conduct the test quickly and efficiently.  Nonetheless, the test should 
incorporate as much flexibility as possible while maintaining some uniformity.  On the other 
hand, it is reasonable to expect students who have finished the test to exchange information 
about the interviews with those waiting to take it, therefore variety is necessary so that 
students cannot prepare using this information. 
 And as was noted above, most interviewers have developed their own list of 
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questions, which are more than adequate to conduct a placement interview efficiently; 
difficulties will only arise in a few cases where different interviewers must compare students.  
This is where a standardized test has an advantage: facilitating the comparison of students 
among interviewers.  One other advantage is that it can benefit the less skilled interviewer 
by giving them ready-made questions that cover a wider range of language. 
 One final suggestion: the pictures for this particular test were taken from Basics in 
Listening.  Teachers in the same textbook group might want to develop a similar test using 
pictures from their texts.  This has the double advantage of helping teachers follow a 
progressive test syllabus and also help them predict how difficult students will find the 
textbook. 
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Appendix:  Sample question template for novice to intermediate 
(Warm-up) 
Hello. How are you?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
What’s your name?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Where are you from?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
How long does it take you to get to AU?   |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
 
(Picture 1: Identifying Objects) Let’s begin. Look at this picture. 
What is this? (point to the computer, etc)   |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Where is the computer?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Can you use a computer?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
 
(Picture 2: Time) Let’s look at the next picture. 
What time is it? (point to the clock)   |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
What month is it? (point to the calendar)   |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
What is your favorite season?    |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
 
(Picture 3: Explaining) Let’s look at the next set of pictures. 
What is she doing?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Why does she hang up the phone?    |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
 
(Picture 4: Describing People) Let’s look at the next picture. 
Who is the woman sitting on the floor?   |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
What is Justin wearing?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Who is wearing glasses?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
 
(Picture 5: Giving Directions) Let’s look at this map. 
What is on the corner of Manlow Street and 7th street?  |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Please follow my directions. Start at the theater. Go two blocks down Manlow Street and turn 
right. It’s the second building from the corner. Where am I? 
       |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Wrap-up 
Do you like English? (No? That’s OK/Yes? Great)  |-------|-------|-------|-------|  
Did you have a good Spring Break? What did you do? |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Do you have any questions?     |-------|-------|-------|-------| 
Good. That’s all. Thank you. Bye.  
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